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may be unaware that specialized law libraries exist that are available to members of the 
general public. For these people, a public library may be the first place they turn when 
they have a legal question. Public libraries are therefore an important provider of legal 
materials, particularly for those members of a community who are unable to afford legal 
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 Legal questions abound in our day-to-day lives. They range from simple and 
mundane drudgery, such as traffic tickets and disputes over town ordinances, to life-
altering events, like a divorce, child custody dispute, or encounters with the criminal 
justice system. It is hardly controversial to say that it would be nearly impossible for one 
to go their entire life without some sort of encounter with the law. 
 At the same time, the average layman is not particularly well equipped to solve a 
legal problem on their own. The American legal system is complex, the law is not always 
black and white, and changes occur faster than one might think.   
 For some people, the simple solution to this problem is to hire an attorney to 
help them navigate the legal system. However, many others are unable to obtain private 
legal representation. Specifically, the expense (or the perception of the expense) of 
doing so is often cited as being the most prohibitive factor for obtaining a lawyer's 
services (Bilson, 2017).  Eighty percent of state criminal defendants cannot afford to pay 
for a lawyer, and only those who are facing a felony charge or a misdemeanor capable 
of resulting in incarceration are constitutionally entitled to court appointed counsel 
(Busky, 2017). Furthermore, unlike in the context of criminal law, there is not a federal 
constitutional right to counsel in civil cases (Lawson, 2013). Therefore, a significant 
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number of litigants who cannot afford to hire a lawyer will be forced to proceed without 
one.  
 Others, however, might voluntarily choose not to obtain representation. At least 
one author has argued that, "the prevalence of do-it-yourself stores such as Home 
Depot as well as do-it-yourself books such as the ‘For Dummies’ and ‘Idiots Guide’ 
series, have created an ‘I can do it’ mentality in the general public regarding the law and 
legal matters" (Hale-Janeke & Blackburn, 2007, p. 67). 
 Whatever their reasons, those who forgo representation by an attorney and seek 
to represent themselves are commonly referred to as pro se litigants. The term pro se 
comes from the Latin phrase "In Propria Persona" and literally means "on one’s own 
behalf." Many academics have noted a growing trend in the numbers of pro se litigants. 
For instance, one author notes, "[i]n 1971 Nolo Press published How to Do Your Own 
Divorce in California. On page 11, the author infers that in 1971, only 1 percent of 
litigants proceeded without an attorney. Let's fast forward almost 20 years later to 1990 
when, in San Diego, at least one party proceeded in propria persona 46 percent of the 
time. By 2000, San Diego had at least one party proceeding in propria persona 77 
percent of the time" (Schroeder, 2010, p. 26). 
 Although pro se litigants undoubtedly make up a significant percentage of legal 
information seekers, it would be a mistake to assume that all those researching a legal 
problem actually intend to represent themselves in court. For example, some may have 
a problem that is so minor that it would be unnecessary to hire counsel. For instance, it 
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would be somewhat absurd to hire a lawyer to research a town ordinance concerning 
how many vehicles can be parked in front of a house on a given weekday. While this 
individual would certainly be handling a legal problem, they can hardly be considered a 
pro se. Other, non-pro se, legal information seekers might simply wish to research a 
legal question on their own before deciding whether it would be appropriate, or wise, to 
consult an attorney.    
 Regardless of their motives, it is safe to say that there is a significant population 
that requires access to legal information. This population would probably best be served 
by a dedicated public law library. This type of library "primarily consists of legal 
materials, and exists solely to serve the public" (Johnson, 2015, p. 5). However, the 
number of public law libraries in the United States is somewhat limited. Though most 
law schools, courts, and law firms will have a dedicated law library, many of these 
libraries are private and therefore inaccessible to the public.     
 Therefore, for various reasons, many people do not have easy access to a public 
law library. This is particularly true for rural residents who might need to travel a 
significant distance to reach the closest accessible law library. Others may simply be 
unaware that specialized law libraries exist that are open to members of the general 
public. For these people a local public library may be the first place they turn to for legal 
information. 
 However, the vast majority of public librarians are not lawyers and have not 
been trained in legal research. Without this specialized training, reference librarians 
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might have significant difficulty responding to requests for legal information. "Even if a 
public library has adequate legal resources available, some public librarians do not know 
how to use them. On the other hand, some librarians may not be aware of the 
limitations inherent in using legal resources, and may be too willing to provide answers 
to legal questions" (Schroeder, 2010, p. 27). 
 To help librarians at public libraries, some law libraries have attempted to create 
outreach programs and materials that are aimed at providing legal reference training for 
public librarians. However, to develop these training programs effectively, law librarians 
need more information regarding how public librarians currently respond to requests 
for legal information. For example, without knowing the type of legal questions that are 
frequently asked, it would be difficult to know what resources to recommend. This 
problem is compounded because the type of legal materials that are available can vary 
significantly based on the subject. For instance, some areas of the law are based almost 
entirely on statutes while others require research into common law traditions that can 
be hundreds of years old. Some resources are easily accessible online while others 
require physical materials. 
 More information is also needed regarding the attitudes of the reference 
librarians themselves. For example, law librarians often voice concern that their actions 
could cross the (blurry and somewhat arbitrary) line and become the unauthorized 
practice of law. However, it is unclear how many public reference librarians share, or are 
aware of, this concern.     
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 Although a significant amount of research has been conducted regarding the 
information needs of pro se litigants, there has been relatively little research done 
exploring the needs of the public reference librarians who are frequently tasked with 
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Others may be unaware that specialized law libraries exist that are available to 
members of the general public. For these people, a public library may be the first place 
they turn when they have a legal question. Public libraries are therefore an important 
provider of legal materials, particularly for those members of a community who are 
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Literature Review  
Overview 
 In a very general sense, the existing literature on this topic can be broken in to 
three broad categories. First, there is research regarding pro se litigants. These works 
examine the history of the right to proceed pro se, as well as the motivations, behaviors, 
and information needs of the individuals themselves. The literature in this section is not 
necessarily library focused, although much of it is.  
 The second category of research comes from the law library perspective. This 
material involves research regarding general legal reference service, public library 
outreach programs, and the legality and ethics of assisting patrons who are not 
professionally affiliated with the law. Unsurprisingly, the majority of the research on this 
topic has been done from the law library perspective and thus fits here.  
 The third, and smallest, section is research that approaches the topic from a 
public library perspective. The material in this section addresses the legal materials 
available to the public librarian and reference strategies that are specific to the non-law 
librarian answering a legal question. It is important to note from the beginning that 
some of this material is written, not by public librarians, but by law librarians attempting 
to estimate the perspective of a public librarian.  
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 Naturally there is considerable overlap between each of these three categories. 
The present study rests at the intersection of all three topics. Because there is very little 
published research specifically on legal reference services at public non-law libraries, 
this literature review draws on the existing peripheral research in an attempt to obtain 
some insights on the topic.  
 Preference was given to more modern research, specifically, papers written 
within the last twenty years. However, where appropriate, the evolution of certain ideas 
was traced through considerably older works. Similarly, because of the differences 
inherent in foreign legal systems, research from the United States was prioritized. 
However, in some cases, foreign research was included when it gave high level insights 
on broader topics and themes. 
Pro Se Research  
 As previously discussed, a pro se is a litigating party who has decided not to hire 
an attorney and is therefore proceeding in an action without the aid of counsel. The 
ability to proceed as a pro se is not only permitted by the justice system, the Supreme 
Court of the United States has ruled that it is a right guaranteed by the Constitution's 
due process and equal protection clauses (Buxton, 2016). The ability to appear without 
counsel in federal court is also protected by statute (28 USCS §1654). 
 Considerable research has been conducted to determine why people decide to 
proceed pro se. The most commonly cited reason involves the expense of hiring an 
attorney. In 1976 Robert Begg estimated that a "lack of money is the reason that 
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motivates the largest number of people to proceed pro se (Begg, 1976, p. 28). Begg 
observed the largest number of pro se patrons were people who were, "too well off for 
legal aid and yet too poor to hire an attorney" (1976, p. 28). Although Begg's article is 
now quite dated, the cost of legal services has certainly not decreased since it was 
written. In fact, there seems to be a consensus that this problem is worsening. Over 
twenty years later Paul Healey reexamined Begg's original article and noted that 
increases in the cost of legal representation was driving more people than ever to file 
pro se (Healey, 1998). A few years later, Tiffany Buxton concluded that the cost of legal 
representation has gotten so expensive that even Americans who are considered middle 
class are often unable to hire an attorney for anything other than the most serious 
matters (Buxton, 2002).   
 Although financial difficulties are the most commonly noted reason to avoid 
hiring an attorney, authors have pointed out a variety of other motivations. These 
include a lack of trust in attorneys, the existence of conspiracy theories about the justice 
system, the fact that some might be "mentally disturbed," or the belief that a litigant 
can gain a tactical advantage by appearing pro se (Begg, 1976).  One might note that 
some of these motivations arguably reflect a rather negative perception of self-
represented litigants.  
 On the other hand, some authors have theorized that the do-it-yourself attitude 
that is prevalent in American society might be a possible explanation for the pro se 
phenomenon (Hale-Janeke & Blackburn, 2007; Schroeder, 2010). Taking this idea a step 
 11 
farther, Amy Hale-Janeke and Sharon Blackburn argue that the increase in the amount 
of legal forms and other information on the internet has empowered the public to "take 
on a legal battle" (Hale-Janeke & Blackburn, 2007, p. 68). However, it is important to 
point out that Hale-Janeke and Blackburn do not seem to think that this is a positive 
trend.  
 Finally, some pro se litigants may simply "have a blind belief in their own 
innocence and in the inherent ability of the legal system to see their innocence or the 
justice of their cause" (Healey, 1998, p. 133). Again, the author of this paper thinks that 
this is a noble but misguided attitude to have regarding the legal system. These 
attitudes seem to reflect a general trend in the literature. Most authors seem to believe 
that even with help, a large percentage of pro se litigants will not be successful in the 
court system. However, at least one author has reported working with highly 
sophisticated pro se's that they believe have a high chance of success (Schroeder, 2010). 
Schroeder argues that it is a common mistake to assume that all self-represented 
litigants are unsophisticated. 
 Whatever their reasons, it is clear that the number of pro se litigants has been 
steadily increasing. As noted earlier, in 1971 less than one percent of parties in 
California divorce proceedings were not represented by an attorney, in 1990 at least 
one party was self represented forty-six percent of the time, and by 2000 that number 
had increased to seventy-seven percent (Schroeder, 2010). On a national scale, in 2010, 
twenty-six percent of all lawsuits filed in the United States federal courts were pro se 
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(Aycock, 2015). Statistics are more difficult to gather on the state level, although small 
samplings seem to indicate a proportional increase in state courts (Plott, 2018). It is also 
important to note that certain types of litigation seem to have a disproportionate 
number of pro se litigants. These include, family law, landlord-tenant disputes, and 
small claims cases, all of which tend to have pro se litigants as much as 80% of the time 
(Johnson, 2015). 
 One interesting trend that becomes apparent after a thorough review of the 
literature is that librarian perspectives of pro se patrons seem to have changed 
significantly over the past several decades. Robert Begg's 1976 article, believed to be 
one of the first published pieces on pro se litigants, is quite critical. Begg describes pro 
se patrons as being a "drain on the library's resources in terms of staff time, library 
materials, and in some libraries, seating" (1976, p. 30). He then goes on to explain that 
in most libraries, "he [the pro se] would be considered a secondary patron; and, 
therefore, his use of materials would be at the expense of the library's primary patrons 
(1976, p. 30). Other complaints include that pro se patrons tend to steal, tie up the 
photocopier, demand special privileges, and frequently threaten to sue the library for 
not being helpful enough (Begg, 1976). Begg eventually concludes that, "by far the most 
effective method for eliminating such problems is to exclude these patrons from the 
library" (1976, p. 31). 
 In 1995 Paul Healey wrote an article titled “Fear and Loathing at the Reference 
Desk: A New Look at Pro Se Patrons.” This article might reflect the beginning of a shift in 
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the perception of law librarians regarding pro se patrons. Healey opens his paper by 
writing that "law librarians don't just dislike pro se patrons, they fear them" (1995, p. 
10). However, Healey's entire thesis is that law librarians should not be afraid of helping 
pro se patrons. At the same time he argues that that although some may be successful, 
"those who have decided to represent themselves and forgo the services and advice of 
an attorney have exercised their right to do so, but with that right comes responsibilities 
and consequences" (Healey 1995, p. 11). 
 Starting in the mid 2000's the amount of literature regarding librarian attitudes 
towards pro se patrons increased significantly. Furthermore, the opinions noted in these 
papers tend to be much more sympathetic towards the pro se. For instance, one article 
argues that the idea of excluding pro se patrons from a library because they are 
‘‘troublesome’’ is "anathema to the very profession of librarianship" (Pettinato, 2008, p. 
286). Another states that law libraries "owe service to every patron" who walks through 
the door (Richmond, 2003, p. 82). However, it would be a mistake to assume that the 
attitude has shifted to complete acceptance of pro se patrons. Perhaps the best 
description is as it was put by one law librarian who stated that law libraries must try to 
"zealously serve their public patrons while keeping them ‘at arm's length’" (Harrell 2008, 
p. 298).  
 Regardless of their opinions regarding whether pro se patrons should be 
assisted, nearly everyone admits that they are difficult to help. To begin, a pro se patron 
is often working on complex, emotionally fraught issues, and they are desperate for 
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help. Many have already been rejected from legal aid services, most of which turn away 
about 80% of their low-income applicants due to limited funding (Hale-Janeke & 
Blackburn, 2007). To make matters worse most have a very limited understanding of 
how the law works. The idea that the answer to what they perceive as a simple question 
(what form do I need?) could require hours of research instead of ten minutes often 
comes as a shock. Authors have advised that librarians should be prepared for the 
possibility that the pro se may become agitated or angry when this is explained to them. 
 In addition, pro se users often misunderstand essential aspects of law and the 
legal process. The fluid nature of the law often comes as a surprise, including the lack of 
a clear answer to most legal questions. One author writes that one unrealistic SRL (self-
represented litigant) expectation "is that 'The Answer' is somewhere in the law library. 
They expect to have a clear-cut answer to their question when they leave the law library 
and do not understand that law is extremely complicated ... and that there may not be a 
clearly stated statute, regulation, or opinion on the topic" (Hale-Janeke & Blackburn, 
2007, p. 76). Furthermore, problems often arise when librarians try to explain the limits 
of the services they offer; "pro se patrons may feel like yet another door is being closed. 
Some may become pushy, belligerent, or needy, and many law librarians dread dealing 
with them" (Pettinato, 2008, p. 286). 
 Some authors have expressed annoyance because they believe that what the pro 
se patron really wants, whether they realize it or not, is to use the librarian as a 
substitute for an attorney (Buxton, 2002; Healey 1995; Healey 1998; Harrell 2008). 
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Librarians therefore feel frustrated because they know they cannot provide the patron 
exactly what they want. The natural result of this dynamic is an emotionally charged 
situation in which a confused, and perhaps angry, pro se patron is being assisted by a 
frustrated and apprehensive librarian.  
Law Librarian Research 
 In this author's experience, the majority of law librarian research regarding legal 
information for public patrons has addressed the concern about the unauthorized 
practice of law. There is good reason for this. Practicing law without a license can open a 
librarian to both criminal and civil penalties and could possibly result in the library itself 
being sued. For many years the collected wisdom on this topic has been for librarians to 
be incredibly careful to avoid giving legal advice unintentionally. Brown writes, "When a 
library patron approaches the reference desk, they are entitled to legal reference, not 
legal research, legal advice, or legal representation" (Brown, 1994, p. 32). However, the 
line between legal reference and legal advice can be "easily and unintentionally crossed 
without notice or forethought" (Brown, 1994, p. 31).  
 It is difficult to determine where the line between legal reference service and 
legal advice actually lies. One author attempts to explain the scope of a librarian’s 
services by writing:  
The librarian's role is to disseminate legal information, not vindicate 
fundamental rights at the reference desk. The librarian may tell the patron 
where supreme court decisions are located; the librarian does not read, analyze, 
interpret or apply a decision to the patron's personal situation. (Brown, 1994, p. 
32) 
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 Of course, in practice, these guidelines are often harder to follow. For example, 
many common reference services, such as "suggesting a book, index terms, or a source, 
might all be activities that constitute interpretation of the law" (Healey, 1998, p. 134). 
For example, if a librarian listens to a patron's description of their legal problem and 
then suggests an area of the law for the patron to begin researching, they have arguably 
drawn a legal conclusion about the nature of the patron’s problem. Does this constitute 
an unauthorized practice of law? Unfortunately, the answer to that question seems to 
be that no one actually knows. This is because no formal definition of the unauthorized 
practice of law actually exists (Gerber, 2001). 
 The literature seems to suggest that many law librarians are deeply concerned 
about the possibility of accidentally providing too much assistance to a patron. 
Numerous papers have been written regarding the specific circumstances that could 
lead to legal trouble. Many of these papers are written in direct response to each other. 
However, despite the amount that has been written, consensus has not emerged 
regarding exactly how much actual risk there is for an individual librarian. Furthermore, 
as of 2018 no librarian has been sued for malpractice or unauthorized practice of law 
(Plott, 2018).  
 As a result, some authors argue that the risk of the unauthorized practice of law 
is almost nonexistent for the average librarian. Paul Healey goes so far as to describe 
the entire concern as a myth (Healey, 1995). To support this proposition, he points out 
that there is no case law that gives "any credence to the idea that a librarian could be 
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liable" (Healey, 1995, p. 532). He also argues that the rules relating to the unauthorized 
practice of law are aimed more at preventing fraudulent activity involving laypersons 
holding themselves out to the public as lawyers (Healey, 1995; 1998). Librarians acting 
within the scope of their profession is simply not the demographic that these statutes 
are intended to regulate. Healey also points out that many of the authors writing about 
the risk of a lawsuit "freely admit, the threat of liability that they raise is the result of 
playing with legal theory" (Healey, 1995, p. 532). Richmond insists that libraries are 
unlikely targets for enforcement even if they are technically giving legal advice 
(Richmond, 2003).  
 The authors who believe that the risk of an unauthorized practice of law claim 
are overblown frequently raise the concern that an abundance of caution could cause 
librarians to be more wary than necessary and thus provide subpar reference service to 
their patrons. However, even Healey admits that "the best approach is one of 
moderation" (Healey, 1995, p. 532). 
 If the risk of a lawsuit involving the unauthorized practice of law is low for law 
librarians, it stands to reason that it would be even lower for public librarians. Although 
it could possibly be reasonable to assume that a law librarian, as a legal information 
specialist, could be providing legal advice to a patron, it seems highly unlikely that 
anyone would think the same of a public librarian. However, much of the literature 
aimed at helping public librarians answer legal reference question still cautions about 
the unauthorized practice of law. For example, one fairly recent article states that 
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"public librarians also need to be diligent about avoiding UPL [unauthorized practice of 
law] when they interact with patrons who have legal questions" (Scardilli, 2014, p. 1). It 
is unclear how public reference librarians actually feel about the subject or how it 
effects how they do their jobs.  
 Other authors have framed the unauthorized practice of law issue as an ethical 
problem rather than a legal one. This argument is far more convincing. Healey states, "It 
can be argued that the highest ethical calling is to conduct ourselves so that our patrons 
are not harmed by our actions, no matter how well-intentioned those actions might be" 
(Healey, 1995, p. 526). In “The Pro Se Patron: An Ethical Rather than Legal Dilemma,” 
Larry Richmond argues: 
Attorneys come to the reference desk with a certain understanding of the law 
and legal research, and are charged with the responsibility to assure that the 
information provided by the librarian is accurate before advice is given to the 
client. The pro se patron has no such advantage, no such intermediary. They 
could be harmed by relying on information and sources which may not be 
appropriate, complete, accurate, or timely for their particular predicament. 
Therefore, risk of harm to the pro se patrons is substantially greater if they are 
afforded the same level of service as an attorney. (Richmond, 2003, p. 82) 
 
 Richmond believes that librarians have a duty to avoid practicing law at the 
reference desk. This is not a legal duty but rather an ethical one. In all cases the 
objective should be to help as much as possible without doing harm to the patron. This 
probably applies even more to the public librarian who likely does not have the training 
necessary to accurately decipher a patron’s legal question.  
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 Another line of research that is frequently done from the law librarian 
perspective involves outreach programs aimed at public libraries. The majority of this 
research is styled as a sort of "after action report" written after a law library conducts an 
outreach program in order to reflect on the program. These papers are obviously 
focused on the specific program that was conducted, however, many of the lessons 
learned can be applied generally. For example, one librarian writes, "confident that we 
were the experts, the law librarians ... met and came up with a lesson plan. In retrospect 
I do not think we thought this through as well as we should have. What we should have 
done was to poll the public librarians at the institutions we were going to visit and find 
out from them what topics they needed us to cover" (Whiteman, 2011, p. 19). 
 One interesting note is that the literature shows something of a lack of 
consensus regarding the goals for an outreach program. Some law librarians seem to 
want to help public librarians answer legal reference questions on their own. In fact, 
some argue that even if there is a law library available that a public reference librarian 
can refer the patron to, it is preferable if the public librarian can answer the question on 
their own. "If the public can receive direction in researching their legal questions 
without being referred to place after place it will leave them less frustrated" (Thomas 
2001, p. 36). However, others see outreach programs as a way to inform public 
librarians about local law libraries in order to get them to send patrons to them directly 
(Lawson, 2013). A seemingly unanimous and uncontroversial view is that outreach 
programs are a way to lessen the strain placed on public libraries, encourage interaction 
between law libraries and public libraries, and build goodwill in a community.  
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Public Reference Librarian Research 
 By far the least amount of material has been published from the public reference 
librarian's perspective. Much of the literature from this perspective acknowledges that 
public librarians are often limited in the amount of help that they can provide. There is a 
significant amount of work therefore that emphasizes providing non-information 
support for legal information seekers, specifically pro se patrons. Some authors 
recommend that one of the most helpful things a public librarian can do is take the time 
to listen to a patron’s story and offer sympathy and support (Bilson, 2017; Scardilli, 
2014; Tashbook, 20018; Woods, 2018). Other authors have discussed the interaction 
between psychology and the law and advocate connecting legal and psychological 
information for patrons (Tashbook, 2018).   
 However, public librarians have published papers regarding specific services that 
are helpful for legal information seekers. One paper describes an initiative by a public 
library to  utilize information on the websites of state and local courts to put together 
packets of forms relating to specific legal issues. This avoids unauthorized practice of 
law issues because the librarian is simply providing a general non-specific selection of 
forms. The patron must read through the forms packet and decide which are relevant to 
their specific situation (Lenahan, 2013). However, the author has noted some problems 
with the initiative. Mainly that patrons must actually visit the court in order to receive 
certain forms. There is also difficulty obtaining forms in languages other than English 
(Lenahan, 2013). However, despite some setbacks, the author reports that the forms 
program has been very well received by library patrons.  
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 Another interesting paper details the problems that a public library has 
encountered trying to obtain legal resources for its collection. Although most court 
documents and legal opinions are free of copyright restrictions and are technically in the 
public domain, access to these documents can be quite limited and is usually acquired 
through the use of online databases operated by Westlaw and LexisNexis. The 
substantial fees charged to access these databases is a common complaint for law 
librarians. However, at least one library system has attempted to negotiate access to 
these resources for their branches and was informed that the services were not 
available for public libraries (Bar, 2003). It is important to note that this paper is quite 
old, and the situation may have changed. However, very little information is available 
regarding which legal resources are available for public libraries. The problem is 
worsened because Westlaw and Lexis are both notoriously secretive about their pricing 
and access policies (Bar, 2003).   
 Finally, some research has been conducted by public librarians regarding specific 
types of patrons that are seeking legal information. As mentioned previously there is a 
wealth of resources regarding pro se patrons. However, one other interesting paper 
involves homeless patrons as legal information seekers. The author points out that 
homeless patrons often have specific legal issues that they require help with. These 
range from property law issues stemming from loitering, to city ordinance questions 
about sleeping in public (Tashbook, 2009). The author covers reference strategies and 
resources that could be helpful for this type of patron.   
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Conclusion 
 It is clear that a significant amount of research has been conducted on peripheral 
subjects, most notably on pro se litigants. However, it is safe to say that there is a 
definite gap in the literature regarding the needs of actual public reference librarians. 
The majority of the work that has been done on this topic has been approached from 
the perspective of law librarians.  What is therefore needed is more information that 
comes directly from public librarians. The existing literature addresses many important 
themes and questions regarding this topic. It would be helpful to approach the subject 
















Methodology   
In General 
 As noted in the above literature review, most of the scholarship regarding how 
public librarians answer requests for legal information currently comes from the 
perspective of law librarians. This study therefore represents an attempt to gather 
information directly from public reference librarians. The author hopes that this will 
begin to address the most glaring gap in the current literature. While information 
collected from law librarians is certainly helpful, the author believes that those 
developing new outreach programs would find research that directly draws on the 
experience of public reference librarians to be the most useful.      
 Because of the lack of research on this topic, specifically from this perspective, 
this research is meant to serve as an initial exploratory study. Therefore, the following 
methodology decisions were all made in an effort to increase the response rate and 
gather as much data as possible. The author hopes that future investigators will be able 
to build upon this initial project with more in depth research.         
Procedures, Instruments, and Sampling  
 A survey was selected as the method most likely to garner the highest number of 
responses. In an effort to reach the largest number of potential respondents, an online 
survey, primarily distributed through email, was chosen. The online distribution format 
allowed the author to reach out to librarians regardless of their physical location. The 
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author also chose the survey format in order to give the research participants more time 
to reflect upon their experiences before responding to the questions. The author 
expected that this could be valuable because, at the beginning of the research, it was 
unclear how frequently most public librarians receive requests for legal information. If 
the number of requests was very low, librarians might have some difficulty quickly 
remembering the details of their experiences. As the results show, this was less of an 
issue than the author expected. However, since there was not much existing research to 
go on, the decision was made to err on the side of caution. Finally, the researcher also 
felt that a survey would appear less burdensome than an interview to the potential 
research subjects and therefore increase the chances of them being willing to 
participate. A survey would allow research participants to answer the questions at their 
own pace and at a time that is most convenient to them, rather than needing to 
schedule an appointment with the researcher.       
 The convenience method was the primary sampling strategy that was employed. 
The author searched public library websites for the contact information for their 
reference department. The author then emailed a link to the survey, along with a brief 
introductory message and the official recruitment letter. The recruitment letter 
explained the goals of the study, addressed ethical concerns, and ensured that the 
participants were aware of the voluntary nature of participation. In some cases, the "ask 
a reference librarian" form on the library's website was used to make contact, rather 
than a direct email. However all potential participants received a copy of the 
recruitment letter. Finally, the recruitment letter also asked the recipient to consider 
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forwarding the survey information to any colleagues who might be interested in 
responding to the survey. Therefore, the study also utilized the snowball sampling 
method as a secondary recruitment strategy.  
 Additionally, the use of snowball sampling influenced the decision to use an 
online survey for data collection. The author believed that the use of a survey would 
allow research subjects to more easily recruit additional participants who might not be 
within the same geographic location as the researcher. This is because an online survey 
was thought to likely be the easiest method for the participants to share.   
 The selection criteria for survey participants was kept as broad as possible. 
Anyone who is authorized to answer reference questions at a public non-law library was 
eligible to participate. Often smaller public libraries are staffed by paraprofessionals, 
such as library assistants. However, it is entirely possible that these employees have just 
as much reference experience as professional librarians. The author therefore felt that it 
would be a mistake to limit participation to those holding a master's degree.      
 The survey itself was kept as short as possible to reduce the burden on the 
research participants. The program Qualtrics was used to construct and administer the 
survey. The final instrument consisted of twenty-one questions including one question 
that obtained informed consent from the participant. The questions were kept broad 
and open-ended to allow participants to fully explain their experiences. Most questions 
featured a text box for participants to fill out rather than preselected answers to choose 
from. The author believed that this was important because of the possibility that 
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participants would have vastly different levels of experience regarding this type of 
specialized reference question. However, in hindsight, certain questions would have 
worked slightly better with preselected answers. The survey respondents were able to 
skip any of the questions without any penalty. Previous research has found that allowing 
the participants to skip questions tends to increase the response rate for surveys 
(Archer, 2003). Furthermore, the author also expected that not all questions would be 
applicable to all of the participants. Allowing participants to skip questions therefore 
made the most sense.  
 The survey was first distributed on the morning of July 1, 2019. The anonymous 
survey link was sent to the reference departments of twenty libraries that were 
distributed in sixteen states. The survey remained open for one week and closed at 
midnight on July 7, 2019. One factor that may have impacted the response rate is that 
the survey was distributed during the week of the July 4th holiday. If more time had 
been available a different week would have been selected.   
Potential Implications  
 The author hopes that the results of this study will have many implications 
regarding the understanding of this topic. First, it is hoped that the results will lead to a 
better understanding of the types of legal questions that are frequently asked. 
Obviously this might be location dependent. However, if common trends appear it will 
be useful to law librarians deciding where to focus their limited training time. Second, it 
is hoped that this research will shed light on the types of legal materials that are 
commonly available in public libraries as well as which materials have been most useful 
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for librarians and patrons. This should help law librarians identify the types of materials 
that should be recommended. Hopefully all of this will allow for the creation of better 
outreach and training programs and lead to better reference service for public library 
patrons with legal information needs. Finally, it is hoped that this research will both 
identify similar areas that will be most beneficial for future study as well as create 






















Results and Discussion  
 This section of the paper will present the survey results and discuss the findings 
as they relate to the creation of future outreach and training programs for public 
libraries. However, the discussion will also include some notes and recommendations 
for those who might attempt to conduct future research in this area.  
Results: Survey Respondents  
 As previously mentioned, the survey was distributed directly to twenty libraries 
and remained active for exactly one week. However, due to successful snowball 
sampling, there were thirty-nine responses recorded in that time. The author had 
initially hoped that snowball sampling would lead to a few extra responses which would 
offset any libraries that did not respond at all. The survey was expected to gather 
around twenty responses total. The overwhelming success of the snowball sampling 
method ended up being somewhat of a surprise. Future researchers may wish to 
consider snowball sampling, as many of the public librarians who participated in this 
study seemed very willing to share the survey among their co-workers.  
 The survey was open to librarians holding a master’s degree as well as to 
paraprofessionals such as library assistants. Of the thirty-nine responses, all answered 
that they are currently employed in a public library. However, the job titles of the 
respondents varied. Thirty-two respondents reported holding librarian positions, three 
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respondents were library branch managers, three were library assistants, and one 
respondent was the project manager for the library's government information center. 
All of the survey respondents reported spending at least one day per week staffing a 
reference desk or otherwise answering reference questions. However, many reported 
spending considerably more time working reference, with some spending up to forty 
hours a week on reference activities.  
 The experience levels of the survey respondents also varied significantly. Nine 
respondents had less than five years of experience in reference work. Eight had 
between five and ten years of experience. A further eight respondents had between 
eleven and fifteen years of experience. Seven fell between sixteen and twenty years. 
Finally, seven respondents had more than twenty years of experience answering 
reference questions.      
Results: Legal Reference Questions  
 One of the most important topics to the researcher was to find out if public 
reference librarians receive questions that involve legal questions, and if so, how often 
they received those requests. If legal reference questions are rare in a public library, it 
would not make sense for law libraries to expend significant resources on outreach and 
training. However, the survey seemed to indicate that reference questions involving 
legal information are fairly common in a public library. Thirty-seven respondents, almost 
ninety-five percent, reported that they have received a request for legal information of 
some kind at least once. The frequency of the questions, however, was highly variable. 
Five responses indicated that they received a legal reference question almost every day.  
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Sixteen reported receiving legal questions several times a week. Twelve mentioned 
receiving legal questions at least once a month. Four responses indicated receiving a 
few questions a year. Finally, two participants stated that they had never received a 
legal reference questions or could not remember ever receiving any.  
 There was some variation regarding the types of topics that frequently appear in 
legal reference questions. However, there were also several topics that appeared far 
more frequently than others. The table below (Figure 1) summarizes these findings.  
Figure 1  
Topic Times Mentioned 
Divorce and Child Custody 23 
Wills, Trusts, and Estates 19 
Landlord/Tennant  19 
Immigration 7 
Court Forms 7 
Business and Corporation  7 
Real Estate, Neighbors, HOA 6 
Criminal Law Issues 6 
Tax 5 
How to Find a Lawyer 3 
Civil Rights Issues  3 
Bankruptcy  2 
Elder Law 1 




Results: Legal Materials in Public Libraries  
 The following Table (Figure 2) shows each of the different types of legal 
materials that the survey respondents identified as being accessible through their 
library. Additionally, six respondents mentioned that although the legal materials in 
their library were limited, they frequently sent patrons with in-depth legal questions to 
a nearby public law library. Finally, one respondent mentioned that their library has 
recently started hosting a program where local lawyers come to the library to provide 
free initial consultations to community members with simple legal problems.  
Figure 2 
Type of Legal Material Times Mentioned 
NOLO Guide 22 
State Code 16 
Free Internet Resources 11 
Form Books 8 
Commercial Legal Guide 4 
U.S. Code 4 
Law Dictionary 4 
Paid Online Database 3 
Government Documents Collection 3 
Judicial Opinions (Cases) 2 
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 Twelve respondents reported that the print legal materials in their collection are 
checked for currency and updated yearly. One respondent remarked that "they are 
supposed to be updated yearly, but in reality it is closer to every two to three years." 
Three respondents stated that their print materials receive pocket part updates 
regularly. Eight responses indicated that the print legal materials are updated every five 
years. Finally, seven respondents were unsure how often the materials were updated or 
mentioned that updates were handled by other library departments.  
 When asked about free online legal resources, ten respondents mentioned 
referring patrons to either the state bar association's website or the American Bar 
Association's website. Six responses mentioned sending patrons to state or federal court 
websites. Two responses mentioned the website LawDepot, and one mentioned the 
website Findlaw. 
 Only two respondents indicated that their library had access to the common 
online legal databases (Westlaw, LexisNexis, Bloomberg Law). Both mentioned that they 
had a very limited version of LexisNexis. Five mentioned that while they did not have 
legal databases, they sometimes referred patrons to a local law library which allows 
limited public access to those databases. Three responses explained that the databases 
were prohibitively expensive for their library, but that they would like to have access if it 
was more affordable. 
Results: Unauthorized Practice of Law/Practicing Law Without a License 
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 Twenty-seven respondents (sixty-nine percent) answered that they sometimes 
have worries or concerns about the unauthorized practice of law when answering legal 
reference questions while twelve (thirty-one percent) answered that they never have 
such concerns.  
 Twenty-five of the respondents answered that they have been warned or 
cautioned about accidentally giving legal advice during reference interviews. Of these, 
ten respondents mentioned that they were cautioned during library school. Nine 
respondents answered that this was discussed during their pre-employment orientation 
or training. Four were cautioned by a coworker. Somewhat surprisingly, only two 
respondents reported being cautioned by a lawyer or law librarian.   
 Twenty-one respondents (fifty-three percent) answered that concerns about the 
unauthorized practice of law have negatively affected their ability to provide reference 
assistance to a patron. On the other hand, eighteen respondents (forty-six percent) 
stated that such concerns have not had an impact on their ability to provide reference 
services.    
Results: Confidence in Answering Legal Questions 
 When asked about confidence in one's ability to answer legal reference 
questions, responses varied. Only one survey respondent answered that they felt "very 
confident" when responding to a legal reference question. Eighteen (forty-six percent) 
reported feeling "confident" when answering this type of question. On the other hand, 
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sixteen participants (forty-one percent) felt "not very confident." Finally, four 
respondents stated that they were "not at all confident." 
 Respondents were then asked to explain the factors that most influenced their 
confidence in their ability to answer legal reference questions. Results from this section 
were grouped into categories by the researcher and are summarized in the table below 
(Figure 3). 
Figure 3   
Factors Times Mentioned  
Presence of Nearby Law Library/Ability to 
Consult with Law Librarians  
14 
Inability to Keep up With Changes in the 
Law 
7 
Unfamiliarity with Legal Resources 6 
Difficulty Dealing with Patron's Emotions 
and Expectations 
6 
Concerns over Liability and Unauthorized 
Practice of Law 
3 
Inability to Give Patron a Concrete Answer 2 
Access to Appropriate Legal Resources  1 
 
Results: Outreach and Training   
 Results were almost evenly split regarding whether survey respondents had ever 
attended an outreach or training program provided by a law library or law librarian. Of 
thirty-nine respondents, twenty had attended an outreach or training program and 
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nineteen had not. All twenty of the respondents reported that they found the program 
useful.  
 Respondents were next asked if there was anything that they wished the 
outreach or training program had covered that it had not. One respondent answered 
that they would like more training on how to perform case law research. One 
respondent answered that they would like to learn more about free or low-cost legal 
resources. Another respondent wanted to know more about the legal line between 
reference and the unauthorized practice of law. Finally, one respondent mentioned that 
they would like the opportunity to attend a regular training session on legal research.    
 The final question of the survey asked respondents if they would be interested in 
attending an outreach or training program in the future. Twenty-one (sixty-five percent) 
answered "yes." Nine (twenty-eight percent) answered "maybe." Two respondents 
answered that they would not be interested in attending a program.    
Discussion 
 As previously mentioned, one of the simplest yet most important questions to be 
answered by this study is whether or not public librarians receive legal reference 
questions regularly enough to warrant outreach and training. The results of this survey 
seem to indicate that the answer to that question is yes. However, because the 
frequency of the questions had some variation, it seems likely that some public libraries 
would benefit from programs more than others. The simplest solution here is for law 
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librarians to consult with their local public libraries to learn about their specific 
situation. 
 The most common topics of legal reference question also varied. However, there 
were also some very clear patterns that emerged in the data. Divorce and child custody 
issues were the most common topic with over half of the respondents mentioning them. 
Landlord-tenant/lease issues, and wills, trusts, and estate planning were tied for a close 
second place. Anyone planning an outreach program should probably expect to discuss 
these topics. The literature suggested that help with legal forms was another common 
topic and this survey confirmed that assertion.   
 When it comes to the availability of legal resources Nolo guides were the most 
commonly mentioned resource. However, a fairly large number of libraries seem to 
keep a copy of the state code as well. Cases were by far the least commonly available 
resource. Unsurprisingly, most public libraries are unable to afford the common case 
law databases such as Westlaw or Lexis. Training regarding the usage of these databases 
would therefore probably not be an effective use of time and resources. However, none 
of the respondents mentioned using or recommending free online case law resources 
such as Google Scholar. Therefore, free and low-cost case law research could be a useful 
area for training.  
 About half of the respondents mentioned that their print legal collection is 
checked for currency fairly regularly, while the other half were unsure or did not answer 
the question.  In fairness, this is almost certainly a task that is performed by the library's 
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collection development department and not the reference department. However, it is 
important for reference librarians to be aware if their materials are out of date. It may 
therefore be useful for training programs to briefly discuss this issue.       
 Almost seventy percent of the survey respondents reported having concerns 
about unauthorized practice of law when answering legal reference questions. Slightly 
over half of the respondents indicated that these concerns have sometimes made it 
difficult for them to effectively help patrons. Clearly then, this is an issue that needs a 
solution. Unfortunately, there does not yet seem to be a consensus regarding where the 
line is between reference and practicing law. Furthermore, there is no agreement over 
how serious the threat of prosecution or litigation is. While some authors seem to think 
that the actual risk of a librarian facing liability is quite small, others maintain that it is a 
serious concern. A workable solution to this problem goes beyond the scope of this 
paper. However, the results of this study do seem to indicate that the problem is real 
and is not going away on its own. This could be a promising area for future research.     
 Interestingly, the majority of the concern over the unauthorized practice of law 
seems to come from library management, co-workers, and library school professors and 
not from lawyers or law librarians. Initially, because of the large amount of law library 
literature on the subject, the author theorized that it would be lawyers and law 
librarians cautioning public librarians about unauthorized practice of law. However, this 
does not seem to be the case at all.  
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 When it comes to confidence in answering legal reference questions, the results 
were fairly mixed. Nineteen respondents reported feeling very confident or confident, 
while twenty respondents indicated that they were not very confident or not at all 
confident. The most cited factor that influenced confidence was the ability of the public 
librarian to contact or consult with a law librarian. Fortunately, this may be one of the 
easiest goals for an outreach or training program to accomplish. If a law library makes 
contact with a public library through an outreach program and shares contact 
information, it could significantly increase the confidence that public reference 
librarians have in responding to legal reference requests. This appears to be true even if 
no additional training is provided. However, the other frequently cited confidence 
factors, such as familiarity with legal resources, and ability to keep up with changes in 
the law, could possibly be improved through training.     
 At this point, one limitation in the survey questions should be noted. This survey 
only asked the librarians about their perceived confidence. Confidence does not 
necessarily indicate proficiency. Future research that attempts to determine if there is a 
correlation between the two could be useful and informative.    
 The last section of the survey dealt with training and outreach programs 
specifically. Almost exactly half of the participants had previously attended an outreach 
or training program and all indicated that it had been a useful experience. This seems to 
indicate that outreach and training programs are already fairly widespread and popular. 
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Furthermore, an overwhelming majority of the participants indicated that they would be 








































 Access to the justice system is an important aspect to any free society. The legal 
profession has long recognized this fact, and many lawyers attempt to provide free or 
low-cost services to the public when possible. Public libraries naturally share a similar, 
admirable, commitment to bettering a community. When possible, those in the legal 
profession should attempt to provide assistance.      
 Although this study was somewhat limited in scope and execution, it hopefully 
has answered some fundamental questions and identified areas where future research 
would be most beneficial. It is likely that each of the topics covered in this survey could 
be expanded upon to provide additional valuable knowledge.  
 Ultimately, it is clear that there are a significant amount of patrons who utilize 
public libraries when dealing with a legal issue. The experience and expertise of public 
reference librarians can vary significantly when helping these patrons. Naturally, the 
quality of service that these patrons receive also has the potential to vary. However, this 
project seems to indicate that a majority of public reference librarians are interested in 
improving their skills in order to better assist patrons with a legal question. Public 
librarians are not lawyers and cannot be expected to serve as substitutes for that 
profession. However, public librarians should be given as many resources as possible to 
assist those that come to them for help. 
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 Therefore, law librarians do have the potential to do significant good in this area. 
On one hand it seems that simply making contact and offering the law library as a 
resource can have a significant positive impact. Having the ability to consult with a legal 
research professional seems to increase the confidence of public reference librarians 
even when no additional training is provided. Making these contacts is a fairly low 
effort, yet effective step that almost any public law library can take. However, this 
author believes that outreach and training have the potential to do even more than 
that. While it is unrealistic to expect to train public librarians to be experts in legal 
research, there are simple trainings that could significantly improve the ability of public 
librarians to provide effective legal reference services.   
 Perhaps one of the simplest findings of this project is that the needs of public 
librarians and their patrons has the potential to vary significantly based on a number of 
factors. If one recommendation is taken from this paper it should be for those 
developing outreach and training to consult directly with their local public libraries to 
personalize the training as much as possible. There does not seem to be a "one size fits 
all" solution in this field.    
 This study indicates that there is demand among public librarians for training in 
legal research. As long as this demand exists, and law librarians are able to meet it, the 
effort should be made. Hopefully, the information presented here will prove to be 
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I am a dual-degree student studying law and library science at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill. I am in my final year of the program and I am currently working 
on writing my Master’s paper, which is one of the requirements for completing the 
degree in library science.  
 
For my Master’s paper I am conducting a research study to explore how public (non-law) 
librarians respond to reference questions that involve legal information. The results of 
this study will hopefully provide useful information to law librarians who are developing 
outreach and training programs to help public librarians answer such requests in the 
future.    
 
I am reaching out to see if you would be willing to be a part of this research study by 
completing a short, one-time online survey that asks you about your experiences 
working with legal information seekers in a public library setting. Being in the research 
study is completely voluntary. If you are, or have ever been, authorized to answer 
reference questions at a public library, you are eligible to participate in this study. You 
must be at least 18 years old to participate. If you are younger than 18 years old, please 
stop now. The online survey should take no more than 20 minutes to complete. By 
participating in this research study you may expose yourself to the risk of a potential 
breach of confidentiality. However, to protect your identity as a research subject, no 
identifiable information will be stored with the survey data. Your name, or any other 
identifiable information, will not be shared with anyone, or included in any publication 
related to this survey.  
 
If you are interested in completing the online survey, all you need to do is click the link 
at the bottom of this letter. After you follow the link to the survey, you will be asked to 
give your consent to participate, and upon accepting, the survey will begin. However, 
should you wish to end your participation at any point in the survey, you are of course 
free to do so. Additionally, any question in the survey can be skipped without penalty. 
There is no compensation, financial or otherwise, for your participation in this survey. 
Participation in this research study is voluntary and you do not have to participate if you 
don’t want to.  
 
Finally, if you know of anyone else who would be willing to take this survey please 
consider forwarding this information (along with the survey link) to them. 
This study has been approved by IRB # 19-1553. If you have questions or concerns about 
your rights as a research subject, you may contact the UNC Institutional Review Board at 
919-966-3113 or by email to IRB_subjects@unc.edu. Please email Chris Bishop at 
chrissb@live.unc.edu if you have any questions or concerns about participating in this 
study.  
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Thank you for your time and consideration. 



































Appendix B  
Survey  




Start of Block: Public Libraries and Access to Legal Information 
Q1 The purpose of this research study to explore how public (non-law) librarians respond to 
reference questions that involve legal information. The results of this study will hopefully 
provide useful information to law librarians who are developing outreach and training programs 
to help public librarians answer such requests in the future. You are being asked to take part in 
this study because of your experience answering reference questions at a public library. 
  Being in the research study is completely voluntary. You can choose not to be in this research 
study. You can also say yes now and change your mind later. If you agree to take part in this 
research, you will be asked to answer the questions in this survey. Your participation in this 
study should take less than 20 minutes total. We expect that  around 20 individuals will take 
part in this research study. You can choose not to answer any question you do not wish to 
answer. You can also choose to stop taking the survey at any time. You must be at least 18 years 
old to participate. If you are younger than 18 years old, please stop now. By participating in this 
research study you may expose yourself to the risk of a potential breach of confidentiality. 
However, to protect your identity as a research subject, no identifiable information will be 
stored with the survey data. Your name, or any other identifiable information, will not be shared 
with anyone, or included in any publication related to this survey. There is no compensation, 
financial or otherwise, for your participation in this survey. Participation in this research study is 
voluntary and you do not have to participate if you don’t want to. 
This study has been approved by IRB # 19-1553. If you have questions or concerns about your 
rights as a research subject, you may contact the UNC Institutional Review Board at 919-966-
3113 or by email to IRB_subjects@unc.edu. Please email Chris Bishop at chrissb@live.unc.edu if 
you have any questions or concerns about participating in this study. 
o By checking this box, I am acknowledging that I have read this text and am consenting to 





Q2 Do you currently work at a public library? 
o Yes  (1)  





















Q7 Have you ever received a reference question that involved legal information? 
o Yes  (1)  










Q9 In your experience, what are the most common topics for legal reference questions? 















Q12 Do you ever recommend online legal resources to patrons? If so, which online resources do 





Q13 Does your library provide access to any subscription based legal databases such as  those 






Q14 When answering a legal reference question do you have any concerns about practicing law 
without a license/ unauthorized practice of law? 
o Yes  (1)  




Q15 Have you ever been warned or cautioned about unauthorized practice of law in the context 





Q16 Have concerns about unauthorized practice of law ever effected your ability to provide 
reference assistance to a patron? 
o Yes  (1)  




Q17 How confidant do you feel answering a patron's request for legal information? 
o Very confident  (1)  
o Confident  (2)  
o Not very confident  (3)  











Q19 Have you ever attended an outreach or training program provided by a law library or law 
librarian? 
o Yes  (1)  




Q20 If you have attended an outreach or training program, did you find the program useful? 
o Yes  (1)  




Q21 If you have attended an outreach or training program, is there anything you wish would 






Q22 If you have not attended a program, would you be interested in attending an outreach or 
training program about legal research and/or common legal resources? 
o Yes  (1)  
o Maybe  (2)  
o No  (3)  
 
End of Block: Public Libraries and Access to Legal Information 
 
 
 
